The paper analyses potentials, challenges and problems of the rural tourism from the point of view of its impact on sustainable rural development. It explores alternative sources of income for rural people by means of tourism and investigates effects of the rural tourism on agricultural production in local rural communities. The aim is to identify the existing and potential tourist attractions within the rural areas in Southern Russia and to provide solutions to be introduced in particular rural settlements in order to make them attractive for tourists. The paper includes the elaboration and testing of a methodology for evaluating the rural tourism potentials using the case of rural settlements of Stavropol Krai, Russia. The paper concludes with a ranking of the selected rural settlements according to their rural tourist capacity and substantiation of the tourism models to be implemented to ensure a sustainable development of the considered rural areas.
Introduction
The rapid development of the global economy of last decades, coupled with the aggressive urbanization, puts rural communities into a predicament. To spur growth, the economy requires expanding volume of resources (natural, territorial, labor, etc.) [1] . In the majority of the developed countries, rural communities do not make a critical impact on the gross domestic product (GDP), but at the same time they concentrate essential volumes of resources, which are lacking in other industries. This Russia to find out ways to evaluate rural area potentials to make them attractive for tourists, provide rural dwellers with alternative sources of income and ensure sustainable development of rural settlements. The present research begins with an overview of existing approaches to rural tourism and sustainable rural development, which will provide the background for the development of the methodology of assessment of rural tourism potentials. We examined administrative regions, districts and rural settlements of the North Caucasus Federal District of Russia and displayed three levels of rural tourism development, where with the help of the personal field research and the Delphi approach, we evaluated rural tourism potentials and suggested particular models of rural tourism to be introduced in various rural settlements.
Approaches to Rural Tourism and Sustainable Rural Development
There are many approaches to the definition of rural tourism. Zdorov interprets rural tourism as city dwellers vacationing in the countryside with a lease of the country dwelling [10] . Almukhamedova and Vilenskaya refer to rural tourism as a kind of tourism, which facilitates the permanent residence of tourists in rural areas for the purpose of vacationing and/or involvement with agricultural activities [11] . Fennel identifies rural tourism with farm tourism, where a large portion of the touristic experience is founded upon the cultural milieu of farms [12] . However, rural tourism is not only the accommodation on farms. As stated by Ivolga and Erokhin, such a territorial approach to rural tourism limits opportunities for sustainable development and does not correspond to the real demands of rural communities [13] . Their approach to rural tourism is concluded to be dedicated travels to rural areas with relatively undisturbed ecosystems and ethno-cultural complexes, which have a direct impact on the rural development and are subjects for control in the purposes of sustainable rural development [13] . The given concept includes two major definitions. Firstly, rural tourism is referred to as an environmentally-oriented tourist product on the domestic and international tourist markets. Secondly, rural tourism is expected to act as one of the tools for sustainable rural development [14] . Following this idea, Ivolga defines rural tourism as a kind of activity, related to organization of dedicated travels to rural areas, which provides tourists with a complex tourist product (accommodation, meals, excursion services and entertainment), reflects and preserves the natural and cultural identity of regions and ensures economic benefits for hosting communities through the development of employment opportunities and alternative sources of income for local population [15] .
Special attention should also be paid to the diversification of income opportunities in rural areas by means of rural tourism. For the purposes of the current research the issues of unemployment and depopulation in rural areas, and perspectives of alternative income opportunities are addressed in the works of Kundius and Chermyanina [16] , Jelocnik and Ivolga [17] , Bondarenko [18] , and Kneafsey [19] , along with the issues of intensification of economic initiatives in the rural areas through the development of special economic zones of tourist and recreational type [20] .
International practices and success stories concerning the sphere of sustainable rural development by means of tourism are borrowed from the works of Cvijanovic and Vuković (investigations of perspectives of rural tourism in separate localities of Serbia and other Danube countries) [21] , Vuković, Kljajić, and Arsić (research of the role of rural tourism in the promotion of multifunctional agriculture) [22] , Erokhin et al. (comparative analysis of various practices of rural tourism and rural development in Russia and countries of the Eastern Europe) [23] , Abrham (assessment of effectiveness of clusters in rural tourism in the countries of Visegrad Group) [24] , and Gannon (comparison of various cases in the sphere of rural tourism and their influence on the development of rural communities in the economies in transition) [25] .
Since the paper addresses cases of various regions, some of the regional approaches to rural tourism have been modified from the cases of the Carpathian region (research by Popović, Milijić and Vuković) [26] and the region of Suva Planina of the Republic of Serbia (work by Randelović, Stefanović, and Azemović) [27] .
Methodology
The methodology for evaluating the rural tourism potentials of rural settlements presented in this paper has been developed with regard to the previous research in this field, primarily made by Rusinova, who elaborated the efficiency rating for the use of resource potential of rural communities [28] ; Floysand and Jakobsen, who explained approaches to the commodification of rural areas [29] ; and Volkov, who presented a strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT)-analysis of the rural tourism potential in Russia and analyzed major problems of this industry with particular attention to the regions of Russia [30] .
Having studied a wide range of theoretical and practical approaches to rural tourism, for the purposes of this research we have emphasized major social and economic impacts of rural tourism to sustainable rural development, which are (1) establishment of new employment opportunities and alternative sources of income for rural people; (2) retention of economically active population and young people in rural areas, lower migration outflows; (3) establishment of a market for local agricultural and organic products, local specialties and products of folk crafts; (4) preservation of the natural, environmental and cultural heritage of rural areas. The abovementioned parameters are accepted as a basis for the development of the methodology for evaluating the rural tourism potentials of selected rural settlements.
The methodology included six groups of factors: economic, distribution of population, environmental, cultural, infrastructural and psychological.
Analysis was made based on the case of southern Russia (North Caucasus Federal District-NCFD). The district was selected as a model because of its predominance of rural territories, its high share of local citizens, its involvement in agricultural production, its reputation of a tourist destination and its unique environmental advantages for the development of rural tourism.
The research methodology was based on the Delphi approach. During the initial stages of designing the research concept, the author investigated many potential methods of enquiry. As the aim of the research was to develop a tool to evaluate rural tourism potentials that could be generalized for implementation in various regions and worldwide, the author desired to canvas professional academic and practitioner opinions from experts in the field. After considering many qualitative research methods, the author chose the Delphi method because of its appropriateness for this particular study and its flexibility with small samples.
The Delphi method is beneficial when other methods are not adequate or appropriate for data collection. According to Linstone [31] (p. 275), there are two circumstances where Delphi techniques are most appropriate: (1) "the problem does not lend itself to precise analytical techniques but can benefit from subjective judgments on a collective basis"; (2) "individuals who need to interact cannot be brought together in a face-to-face exchange because of time or cost constraints". Both circumstances, emphasized by Linstone, are applicable to the specifics of this study.
First, the broad range of subject parameters included in the concept of a "rural tourism potential" in different regions suggests this is very subjective. The Delphi method thus provided a means for achieving research aims, insofar as the structured communication process let to the summarization of various objective and subjective factors, which affect rural tourism at the regional, district and community levels.
Second, since the research was carried out on those three levels and included seven administrative regions of the North Caucasus Federal District, Russia, the experts were drawn from those spaced apart regions. Ninety-five experts in total were chosen who represented local authorities, universities, businesses and local communities.
The panels of selected experts were given the questionnaires (different for each level) to solicit specific information about the potential of rural development in the region, district, or community. On the regional level, a group of 14 experts (two from each region) was asked to verify and rate the potential of rural tourism for selected regions based on the set of six pre-identified parameters. The research goal was to obtain consensus regarding the region most suitable for the development of rural tourism. The Delphi array on the district level included eight respondents (representing authorities, university experts and businessmen of Stavropol Krai), who were questioned on seven parameters. The Delphi array on the community level included 73 respondents-inhabitants of six rural settlements of the Predgorny district, Stavropol Krai, who were surveyed on six parameters. The authors felt that identifying the specifics of rural tourist potentials in particular districts and communities would benefit from this wide range of opinions.
Discussion
Rural tourist product may be developed in two ways: through the "traditional" rural tourism (farm accommodation, agricultural activities, etc.) and other "alternative" types of rural recreation (environmental, ethnographical, cultural, etc.). The way of development determines the set of approaches to the organization of rural tourism in a particular rural community.
According to the approach stated above, rural tourism includes not only an accommodation in rural areas, but also a wide range of recreational activities. In practice, "traditional" rural tourism is exceeded in abundance by its various alternative (more complex) forms. In general, an attractive and competitive rural tourist product is to include other types of tourist activities, apart from an accommodation itself [32] . According to Dragulanesku and Drutu, a rural tourist product is synthesized from mass and alternative tourism, where mass tourism includes cultural weekend trips to popular resort destinations, while alternative rural tourism puts emphasis on the understanding of the way of living of rural people and the local natural environment [3] . In this case, a tourist product may be targeted on a wider market segment, and consequently lead to an establishment of more employment opportunities for local inhabitants.
However, the combinations of traditional and alternative types of rural tourism vary widely depending on the particular rural community. There are several concepts and related types of rural tourism, which are determined by peculiarities of the historical development of particular territories and recreational systems, social and economic conditions and rural infrastructure. Ivolga emphasizes four models of rural tourism depending on the regional peculiarities: Western European (promotion of alternative sources of income for rural people through new employment opportunities), Eastern European (redirection of tourist flows from traditional tourist centers to rural areas), Asian (large-scale projects and promotion of regional identities through historical, cultural and ethnographic programs in rural areas) and English-American (provision of recreational opportunities for rural inhabitants in rural areas) [15] . Sharing this classification, we would like to expand it with a fifth model, which is the model used in Russia and the former republics of the Soviet Union, now referred to as the countries of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). The countries of the CIS, 23 years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, are still undergoing a variety of economic, social and industrial reforms as they attempt to make a transfer to market economies. Rural tourism and related rural infrastructure to support tourism were never developed in those countries under the Soviet Union. Today, however, the CIS countries recognize the economic potential of rural tourism and are making efforts to develop the tourist infrastructure and identify specific national attractions [33] .
The resource potential of the CIS countries and Russia is favorable for the development of rural tourism: there is a high cultural and natural diversity as well as a rich historical and cultural potential, and there are vast areas of agricultural land of appropriate quality and environmental conditions and well preserved local traditions and identities. Unfortunately, despite having such huge potentials, most of the rural areas in the CIS countries and Russia are underdeveloped. Despite the essential differentiation of countries in the context of development of rural tourism and the implementation of various practices, the overall tendencies are more or less the same. We have summarized four major tendencies from Ivolga [15] , Erokhin [13] , Heijman [4] , Almukhamedova and Vilenskaya [11] :
(1) Seasonal character of rural tourism (tourists prefer to come during summer or winter, but not in spring or autumn) [15] ; (2) Limited opportunities for implementation of high-qualified labor force (until now most of the employees with high qualifications have left rural areas and are seeking better jobs and financial benefits in cities) [4] ; (3) "Erosion" of the local cultural and ethnographic environment (it is easier to offer tourists some popular product or service than to develop a new one on the basis of the local identity and to promote it) [13] ; (4) Shortage of financial and labor resources for traditional agricultural production [11] .
Having common problems and shortages regarding the development of rural tourism, countries and regions have different conditions and competitive advantages. In order to develop rural tourism in an effective and sustainable manner, those parameters have to be identified and measured, and then taken as a basis for the recommendations for a particular rural community.
The analysis was conducted on the case of the southern part of Russia, the North Caucasus Federal District (NCFD), which includes seven administrative entities of the Russian Federation (Figure 1 ).
The region of the NCFD was chosen as a model for our research for four reasons: the majority of its territories are rural; the majority of inhabitants are involved in agricultural production or related activities of rural type (Table 1) ; the region is widely known in Russia and neighbor countries as a tourist destination; the region has unique natural and environmental advantages for the development of rural tourism. Presented financial numbers are real, inflation is considered. All financial numbers are calculated in Euro based on average Euro-Ruble ratios for each year. Source: author's development.
The analysis of rural tourism potentials of various administrative entities of the NCFD was made on the basis of six groups of factors: economic, distribution of population, environmental, cultural, infrastructural and psychological (Table 2) . Table 2 . Six groups of factors in the sphere of rural tourism and three levels of influence. The working hypothesis is that the abovementioned factors determine various combinations of rural tourism, in particular rural communities. Their interrelations affect three levels (region, district, community) in a different manner. Each level has its own set of factors and parameters.
Region
There are two major restrictions of the proposed methodology:
(1) Some of the factors are not measurable, hence it is not possible to construct any mathematical model to assess their influence on rural tourism in the rural community. That is why the methodology assumes rough estimates of those factors. (2) Groups do not have equal degrees of influence. Economic factors of Group 1 have superiority and directly affect rural tourism. However, there are factors that influence indirectly.
Results
The evaluation was conducted on three levels, which diverge from each other in the sets of indicators.
Level 1: Region. The major differentiating factors at the regional level are those of Group 1 and Group 2. Economic factors and distribution of population make it possible to assess the potential of rural tourism. However, such an evaluation is rather general, that is why we adopted the procedure of the structure modeling in order to make the results more applicable. The implemented structure model included the following indicators:
(1) Group 1: Gross Regional Product (GRP) in agriculture per capita (R1). The Delphi approach was implemented: fourteen experts were surveyed (two people from each region) from July-August 2014. Parameters are rated between 0 (the lowest) and 10 (the highest) and weighted as the average of the 14 independent evaluations. The resulting parameter (R) for each region is calculated as an average value of six parameters. Results are presented in the Table 3 . The potential of Stavropol Krai in the sphere of rural tourism is rated the highest among the regions of the NCFD. The region has the highest GRP in agriculture per capita (R1), potential of urban agglomerations (R3), number of historical and cultural objects (R5), and the most developed transport networks (R6) among the surveyed regions. Negative (or less advantageous) factors for the development of rural tourism in Stavropol Krai are the lower share of rural population in comparison with the neighboring regions (R2) and less favorable natural conditions (R4).
Having determined the most favorable (model) region of the surveyed group, we were able to continue the analysis at the second level (district).
Level 2: District. The major differentiating factors at this level are those, which characterize the most favorable areas of rural tourism within the particular region. We used the same methodology as we implemented for the Level 1. The structure model included the following indicators:
(1) Group 1: Employed in agriculture and related rural areas (D1). Three districts (Predgorny, Shpakovsky and Mineralovodsky) were rated as the most favorable for development of rural tourism. These regions are located close to the biggest urban agglomerations of Stavropol Krai (the cities of Stavropol and Pyatigorsk), have the most favorable environmental conditions (spa springs), landscape attractions (mountains) and developed tourist infrastructure (region of Caucasus Mineral Waters). Local citizens are accustomed to hosting tourists and aware of rural tourism.
Other districts of the region have various restricting factors, but are still favorable for the development of some special types of rural tourism. There are districts that are unsuitable for rural tourism (Turkmensky, Arzgirsky, and Neftekumsky), because of unfavorable climatic conditions and low historical and cultural attractiveness. Those disadvantages are not compensated, not even by the high number of rural settlements and agricultural specialization.
Level 3: Community. The following factors are considered as the most influencing for the rural tourism at the rural community level:
(1) Group 1: Number of rural households and private subsidiary farming in the community (C1) (2) Group 2: Types of rural settlements (size and specialization) (C2) and density of rural population (C3). Since we had defined the Predgorny district as the most favorable one in Stavropol Krai for development of rural tourism, we continued our analysis on the case of six rural settlements, located within the administrative borders of this district ( Table 5 ). The Delphi array included 73 questionnaires, obtained from the inhabitants of six rural settlements of the Predgorny district. Summarizing the conducted analysis of various factors, which affect rural tourism at the regional, district and community levels, we determined the resulting formula as follows:
where:
X-resulting rating of rural settlement on potential of rural tourism; n-levels of analysis (n = 3); Ra-factor of regional level; Db-factor of district level; Cc-factor of community level.
The resulting ratings of the selected settlements of the Predgorny district are presented in Figure 2 . The rating itself allows selecting rural communities with the highest potential for the development of rural tourism. However, since the resulting number is an average value, we implemented the cross-spectrum analysis of C1-C6 parameters that allow us to consider local differences of rural communities and to define various models of rural tourism as the most appropriate ones for each settlement (Table 6 ). Source: author's development.
Contextualization of the Approach from a Global Perspective
The case study of the North Caucasus Federal District, Russia, presented in the paper, is a model, which may be easily utilized worldwide. As rural tourism is considered as one of the tools to ensure sustainable development of rural areas, the potential contextualization of the approach is wide.
According to Sillignakis [34] , in the shift from an "industrial" to a "risk" society, the need for rural development to be sustainable becomes paramount. The concept of sustainability integrates environmental, economic, cultural and social considerations.
Among the contemporary challenges facing rural areas globally, Wakeford highlights demographic changes and social polarization [35] . In rural areas, population numbers may conceal an ageing population, with younger people moving to the cities for highly rewarded employment opportunities. This means that fewer people work locally and traditional rural industries continue to lose qualified and effective labor force. Attractiveness of rural areas and effectiveness of agricultural production cannot be increased with just a bigger amount of investments into agricultural complex. Rural areas need more than farmer-based development, because the rural way of life is like a social paradigm, which is developed under an influence of a whole set of non-economic factors: social, cultural, historical, ethnic, etc.
The approach implemented in the paper is the application of the principle of sustainable development to tourism. Reid [36] emphasizes that sustainable tourism seeks to sustain the quantity, quality and productivity of both human and natural resource systems over time, while respecting and accommodating the dynamics of such systems. Drawing on the OECD, research suggests that rural regions need to address the particular challenges of business capacity infrastructure, human capital, innovation and services [37] . Tourism represents an important share of the service economy, both domestically and internationally, and the growth sector. According to Erokhin [5] , the development of rural tourism increases employment in rural areas, helps to retain people in rural areas (and even attract them from cities), improves the quality of life by the development of rural infrastructure and related industries. According to McGehee and Andereck [38] , development of rural tourism also has an essential social impact, since it supports historical-cultural diversity and traditions on the regional level.
What are the implications of these findings for other rural areas worldwide, besides the regions of Russia's South? Local communities are becoming increasingly important in terms of actions taken to ensure their own sustainability, and, as Richards and Hall [39] point out, are also forming part of wider alliances to preserve the environment globally. There is the recognition that to be sustainable, the preservation of local identities (environmental, cultural, social, historical, etc.) must be grounded in the communities and societies, which exploit those identities [34] . That is why stakeholders in rural areas (policymakers, community authorities, producers, rural dwellers) have increasingly turned to tourism as an alternative means of achieving economic growth and sustainable development through diversification [5] .
Butler [40] observes that "tourism has emerged as one of the central means by which rural areas can adjust themselves economically, socially and politically to the new global environment". The methodology presented in this paper is designed to support rural policymakers and other stakeholders in their efforts to identify local tourist destinations and assess the tourist capacity of each settlement. The set of indicators included in the model helps to assess two major components of tourist capacity: the quality of the environment and the quality of the recreation experience. Through identification and development of local tourist capacity, local communities are expected to sustain and create additional local incomes and employment, encourage the development of other sectors of domestic economy, retain human resources in rural areas, and contribute to the conservation of environmental and cultural resources.
Conclusions
Concluding the conducted analysis, we may highlight the novelty of the approach, which is that we have introduced the concept of a "rural tourism potential" and ranked the selected rural settlements according to their rural tourist capacity. The methodology is based on the evaluation of several groups of factors, which may be recognized as the most influential. The resulting rating of rural settlement on the potential of rural tourism is an arithmetical average of 19 parameters, divided into six groups on three levels: regional, district and local. The value of each parameter for each region, district and rural community is received through the survey of three targeted groups of experts representing local authorities, academic experts and professional practitioners in the sphere of rural tourism (Delphi approach). Each level involves different factors and results in different outcomes. The analysis at the regional level identifies territories for various forms of support of rural tourism on the national level. The evaluation of particular districts within the region allows identifying territories for the development of rural infrastructure. Analysis on the local level helps to formulate a certain course of action in the frame of particular models of rural tourism.
The application of the methodology to rural settlements of Stavropol Krai, Russia allows us to construct four models. Model 1 is based on the preferential reconstruction of existing tourist facilities and establishment of new ones. Model 2 presumes complete establishment of a tourist infrastructure in rural areas, with construction of large-scale tourist facilities and involvement of available land. The rural settlement of Model 3 is to develop accommodation and recreational facilities based on existing small and medium rural households. Model 4 awaits the high support from local citizens and their involvement in the development of tourist products and promotion of local brands and identities.
The methodology may be easily implemented to other regions of the country, as well as to other countries. The idea is to discover the existing strengths, attractions or identities, which every rural settlement has to a greater or lesser degree, and to turn them to advantages.
The application of the methodology helps regional authorities and other stakeholders to evaluate rural tourism potentials of various regions/districts/communities, to discover their specific advantages and disadvantages, and to analyze the indicators of rural tourism used in terms of policy relevance in order to assess their overall value, especially in an international context. Recent policy work of the OECD has highlighted the growing role of the regions in rural tourism development [41] . Local governments now need to start to address how alternative types of economic activities in rural areas, such as rural tourism, will need to be adjusted to encourage the sustainable intensification in use of existing competitive advantages (environmental, natural, agricultural, cultural, etc.) of a region. In many countries, regions now have a key competency for tourism policy and product development and promotion [41] . In this connection the methodology described in the paper is of key importance. It allows the development of a system of ranking of rural settlements according to their rural tourist capacity at the regional level, which makes it comparable with other regions and with national and international data. This approach is in line with the OECD activities in the sphere of identification of the major elements to be considered when measuring the economic and social impacts of tourism at the sub-national level.
